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ABSTRACT

THE UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON LIBRARIES HAS CONDUCTED triennial
faculty and student library surveys since 1992. Surveys are sent to all fac-
ulty and a random sample of graduate and undergraduate students. Re-
sults have revealed significant variation within and between user groups
concerning library satisfaction, use, priorities, and importance. There were
2,749 responses to the most recent survey in 1998, including more than
1,500 completed surveys returned from faculty. These large-scale surveys,
while extraordinarily valuable, have proven costly and time-consuming to
design, administer, and analyze. The ARL LibQUAL+ pilot offered an op-
portunity to employ a different methodology and design that focused on
quality of service and library support through a Web-based survey. This
article discusses issues and results associated with these different ap-
proaches.

INTRODUCTION

The University of Washington Libraries (UW Libraries) has utilized a
number of approaches during the past decade to assess the effectiveness
of service programs and library support of faculty and student research,
teaching, and learning. Among the most valuable methods employed have
been large-scale surveys of faculty and students conducted every three
years beginning in 1992. Focus groups, usability and observational stud-
ies, targeted surveys, and interviews are also used to assess library pro-
grams and services as well as user needs. Results from the triennial surveys
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have played a critical role in supporting the transition to a user-centered
library (Wilson, 1995) and in creating a culture of assessment (Lakos,
1998). The large representative data sets generated by these surveys have
also proven to be powerful information sources in the campus political
environment. Survey results and analyses can be found at the UW Librar-
ies’ Web site on user surveys: http://www.lib.washington.edu/surveys/.

These surveys, though quite valuable, are expensive and time-consum-
ing to design, administer, and analyze. Participation in the ARL-sponsored
SERVQUAL (now LibQUAL+) pilot provided an opportunity to use a well-
established survey tool with a different methodology, design, content, and
delivery mechanism. It also afforded the chance for interinstitutional com-
parisons using a standardized survey instrument. Another attractive feature
was the ability to gain experience with a Web-based survey that might re-
duce survey costs associated with printing, mailing, and data entry.

This article will compare the UW Libraries’ surveys with LibQUAL+
results from the University of Washington in such areas as response and
representativeness of survey population, similarities and differences in
results, and whether the right questions are being asked.

USER SURVEYS

Library user surveys have become widespread in academic libraries
during the past twenty years. Surveys have often been used as a tool to
assess service quality and user satisfaction. The Association of Research
Libraries issued four Systems and Procedures Exchange Center (SPEC)
kits on user surveys and studies between 1981 and 1994 (Association of
Research Libraries, 1981, 1984, 1988, 1994). A substantial body of litera-
ture has been developed on surveys and service quality, led by studies and
reviews from such library educators/professionals as Hernon and McClure
(1990); Van House, Weil and McClure (1990); Hernon and Altman (1998,
2000); Nitecki and Franklin (1999); and Hernon and Whitman (2001).
Library applications of the SERVQUAL instrument have been covered by

Nitecki (1996), and Cook and Heath (1999), among others. Rapid changes
in library services and operations, demands for internal institutional ac-
countability, and assessment expectations by external accrediting agen-
cies have contributed to further development and application of user sur-
veys within academic libraries during the past decade.

User surveys can be designed and administered in a number of ways.
Self-administered surveys are often employed to reach a large number of
potential respondents with a minimum of direct contact and cost. Indi-
viduals are given or sent surveys to complete and return and the responses
turned into data that can be analyzed. Surveys can range from broad and
comprehensive to those narrowly focused on specific services or activities.
When properly designed and administered, user surveys can provide both
quantitative and qualitative data directly from the target population.
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UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON LIBRARIES’ SURVEY
METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN

The University of Washington Libraries began an active program of
assessing user needs, satisfaction, and the impact of library services and
resources in 1992. Prior to this time, user input to the UW Libraries was
generally informal and unsolicited through such channels as suggestion
boxes and anecdotal comments from service desks. Other opportunities
for user comment came through the Faculty Senate Council on University
Libraries, a biennial meeting between subject selectors and faculty liai-
sons on collections-related issues and some earlier in-library surveys that
focused on specific activities within the library unit. The catalyst for the
development of a broad-based survey of faculty and students came from
the UW Libraries’ first strategic plan in 1991 that called for a user-cen-
tered approach to services. Specifically, the strategic plan recommended
that the libraries: “Develop and implement a study to identify user popu-
lations, their information needs and how well they are being met” (Uni-
versity of Washington Libraries, 1991, p. 15).

The Task Force on Library Services was appointed by the Director of
Libraries in late 1991 to design and implement a user survey that would
provide information on the following:

determine who users and potential users are;

how and why the library is used (or isn’t used);

what sources are used for library-related information;
what faculty and students’ library-related needs are; and
how satisfied faculty and students are with the libraries.

The literature on academic library user surveys available at the time
of the early 1990s revealed a wide spectrum of applications and uses (see
Association of Research Libraries, 1984, 1981, 1991; Van House, Weil, &
McClure, 1990). Some common characteristics of these surveys were:

¢ distribution within the library to users was more prevalent than mailed
surveys; _

* focus on physical use of the library (e.g., “what did you do in the li-
brary today?”);

® concentration on specific services (especially the online catalog); and

* interest in user satisfaction.

The task force designed the initial survey in 1992 in consultation with
library staff and the University’s Office of Educational Assessment (OEA).
The decision was made early in the design process to survey all user groups,
distribute the survey through the mail in order to reach potential nonus-
ers, and provide similar survey content for each group to enable
comparisons. The survey would be sent to all faculty and a random sample
of graduate and undergraduate students. While distributing the survey to
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all faculty would increase costs, it would also facilitate survey promotion
and publicity, obtain sufficient number of responses to do analysis by aca-
demic subject areas, and foster positive political outcomes.

Survey questions were similar for faculty and graduate students, with
about 75 percent consistency between faculty and undergraduates. Ad-
equate space was provided for survey respondents to write comments.
Content evolved with each subsequent survey in 1995 and 1998, and some
aspects of survey design changed. Rapid changes in library services and
programs during the 1990s and usefulness of the data provided by some
questions were prime factors in survey revision. However, there was a core
group of questions in each survey that dealt with:

information sources needed for research, teaching, and learning;
reasons and frequency of library use;

campus computer network connectivity;

use of electronic resources;

instructional needs and effectiveness;

library unit use;

satisfaction; and

services availability or satisfaction.

The initial survey in 1992 was pilot tested in March with a group of
faculty and students, revised, and then mailed mid-way through the Spring
quarter to 3,900 faculty and a random, nonstratified, sample of 1,000 gradu-
ate and 1,000 undergraduate students (sample size was based on an ex-
pected 50 percent return rate). An incentive (entry into a drawing for
bookstore gift certificates) was offered to students who returned completed
survey forms. Two weeks after the initial surveys were mailed, students
were sent a second survey form, while faculty were sent a reminder notice.
Completed surveys were returned to the Office of Educational Assessment
(OEA) who arranged for data entry. Data were made available in SPSS
format and results were available in early September 1992.

Subsequent surveys in. 1995 and 1998 generally employed a similar
methodology and design. Survey design work began in January of each
year, pilot testing took place in March, and surveys were mailed in late
April to early May. The undergraduate sample was increased to 2,000 for
1995 and 1998, and the 1998 survey also included a specialized set of ques-
tions for faculty and graduate students in the biological and health sci-
ences, and one for faculty and students in the fine arts. Focus groups were
also held prior to the 1998 survey to provide input from users on their
perception of issues and concerns. The bookstore gift certificate drawing
was extended to all groups beginning with the 1995 survey. Reminder
notices were sent in 1995 but not a follow-up survey form. In 1998, a sur-
vey accompanied the reminder letter. Both the cover letter and survey
form included the name, phone number, and e-mail address of a librarian
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as a contact person for questions or clarification. The few questions re-
ceived generally requested another survey be sent to replace a lost one.
Sending this type of survey to nearly 7,000 faculty and students is not
inexpensive. Direct survey costs (not including library staff time) in 1998
totaled $19,000, about $7 per returned survey. Survey costs in 1992 and
1995 were about $12,000. The 1998 costs were distributed in the following
manner: printing 30 percent; mailing 30 percent; data entry 30 percent;
other 10 percent (consultation, incentives). Staff time for the 1998 survey
was estimated at approximately 500 hours, including analysis and report-

ing.
LisQUAL+

The UW Libraries was one of twelve libraries that participated in the
ARL-sponsored LibQUAL+ pilot administered in Spring 2000 (Cook,
Heath, & Thompson, 2000a, 2000b). Survey design and methodology were
handled primarily by a team from Texas A&M where a SERVQUAI-based
library survey had been used several times (Cook & Heath, 1999). In addi-
tion to the twenty-two basic SERVQUAL questions which covered the stan-
dard dimensions of accountability, assurance, reliability, responsiveness,
and tangibles, nineteen additional questions were added to test two addi-
tional dimensions: access to collections and the library as place. Thus,
there were forty-one questions that used the SERVQUAL three-column
response format of minimum, perceived, and desired. Another fourteen
behavioral questions, two on frequency of library use, and an overall ser-
vice quality question were also added which used just one response col-
umn. The survey also collected demographic data.

The survey team at Texas A&M determined that the survey be adminis-
tered to a random sample of 600 faculty, 600 graduate students, and 900
undergraduates at each institution based on an anticipated return of 200
surveys from each group. The UW Office of Educational Assessment ex-
tracted the sample from the faculty and student databases, and e-mail ad-
dress lists created for each group were sent to the UW Libraries. The UW
Libraries systems office created separate mailing lists for each group. A cover
letter from the director of the UW Libraries was sent by e-mail to each
participant. The letter included information about the survey and the
university’s reasons for participation, and also provided a URL address where
respondents could complete the survey. The initial message was sent May 2
and a reminder notice was sent on May 11. Almost immediately after the
initial e-mail notification was sent, there was a steady stream of messages
back to the director and the local survey coordinator. LibQUAL+ imple-
mentation at the University of Washington ultimately generated more than
fifty e-mail messages, most coming from faculty members. The messages fell
into two basic groups: technical problems trying to complete the survey,
and comments, usually negative, on survey design and content.
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Direct expenses were $2,000 for the UW Libraries paid as a partici-
pant in the ARL project. This worked out to be about $5 per completed
survey (excluding surveys from library staff). Library staff contributed about
150 hours to the project, including responding to e-mail messages, analy-
sis, and report writing.

SURVEY RESPONSE AND REPRESENTATIVES

Survey return rates for the 1992, 1995, and 1998 UW Libraries’ sur-
veys and the 2000 LibQUAL+ survey are shown in Table 1.

A second survey mailing appeared effective in raising the response
rate as seen in the 1992 return rates for students and for all groups in
1998. The number of faculty surveyed varied according to criteria used to
define the faculty pool, but all surveys included tenure track and research
faculty as well as full-time lecturers. The overall response rate as shown is
slightly understated as undeliverable surveys were not subtracted from
the total sent out. Undeliverable survey rates ranged from approximately
.5 percent of faculty to 2 percent of undergraduate students. Response
rates to the LibQUAL+ survey were substantially lower. The definition of
faculty was the same as used in the UW Libraries’ 1998 survey. LibQUAL+
response rates were calculated by matching the number of completed sur-
veys against the number of e-mail addresses to which the survey message
was sent. Approximately 1 percent of these messages were undeliverable.

Representativeness of Survey Respondents

The large number of responses to the UW Libraries’ surveys gener-
ated correspondingly large data sets, especially for the faculty survey. As
Table 2 shows, the faculty survey respondent population in 1998 was rea-
sonably representative of the population as a whole when grouped by broad
subject areas. Faculty in the Health Sciences were slightly
underrepresented, while those in the Humanities/Social Sciences/Fine
Arts group were somewhat over-represented compared to the actual popu-
lation. Response rates by academic schools ranged from 31 percent in
Business to 54 percent in the Social Science departments within the Col-
lege of Arts and Sciences.

Graduate student responses (Table 3) were similar to the faculty with
Health Sciences respondents again lower than their percentage of the
actual population while those from Humanities/Arts/Social Sciences were
slightly higher. Response rates by academic schools ranged from 24 per-
cent in Dentistry and 28 percent in Education to 62 percent in Nursing
and 72 percent in Social Sciences. Health Sciences does have a larger
proportion of faculty and graduate/professional students located away from
the main UW campus, and this may be a factor in the underrepresentation
of respondents from those areas.
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Determining how representative undergraduate respondents are is
more complicated. Undergraduates in earlier UW Libraries’ surveys ap-
peared to identify with certain academic majors (business, engineering)
before they were actually accepted into those programs, thus skewing re-
sponses by academic areas. Year in school appeared to be a more reliable
measure. Table 4 shows undergraduate population and respondent popu-
lation by year in school. Again, the respondent population is reasonably
similar to the entire population. Freshmen were somewhat
underrepresented in the 1998 survey and sophomores underrepresented
in the LibQUAL+ survey.

Compared to the population as a whole, and UW survey respon-
dents in 1998, the LibQUAL+ respondent pools, although significantly
smaller than those generated by UW surveys, appear reasonably repre-
sentative when grouped by broad academic areas for faculty and gradu-
ate students, and by class for undergraduates (for a discussion on repre-
sentativeness and response rates, see Thompson, 2000). The
underrepresentation of Health Sciences and overrepresentation by those
in the Social Sciences mirrors the respondent population achieved in
the large-scale UW Libraries’ surveys. This is probably reflective of the
way faculty and students in these areas use libraries as well as the larger
proportion of the Health Sciences population located away from the
main Seattle campus.

SURVEY RESULTS

Results from the UW Libraries’ surveys provide an effective record of
changes in the way that students and faculty used library and information
resources during the 1990s. These results also documented significant
variations within groups (i.e., between academic areas) and between groups
(i.e., faculty and undergraduates) in some areas. Information from these
surveys has been used extensively by the University of Washington Librar-
ies to revise existing programs and services and promote new ones. Survey
results showed:

¢ high satisfaction levels;

¢ a shift toward remote use and increased importance of electronic re-
sources;

* continuing importance of libraries as place for students; and

* increased complexity of finding and using information for teaching,
learning, and research.

Although the University of Washington Libraries’ surveys and the
LibQUAL+ survey differs substantially in design and content, it is interest-
ing to compare results where questions were similar. The large respon-
dent pool for the 1998 UW Libraries survey can serve as a benchmark for
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viewing the LibQUAL+ results based on a much smaller sample. For ex-
ample, UW Libraries’ surveys results revealed that faculty generally viewed
the libraries through a collections-related focus, while undergraduate stu-
dents placed a high value on the library as a place. Even though the ques-
tions and design in these surveys differ, would LibQUAL+ results also show

“similar responses? Results from the UW Libraries’ survey in 1998 and the
LibQUAL+ survey in 2000 will be compared in the areas of overall satisfac-
tion, opening hours, collections importance, the library as a place, and
remote use of library services and resources. These areas are often barom-
eters of service quality.

Overall Satisfaction

Responses to overall library satisfaction questions on the 1998 survey
showed faculty had the highest satisfaction while undergraduate students
the lowest (see Table 5). The LibQUAL+ survey phrased the questions as
overall quality of services but still produced similar results although the
difference in Likert scales (1 to 5 in UW Libraries, 1 to 9 in LibQUAL+)
can lead to a different type of response. For LibQUAL+, the differences
between undergraduate scores and graduate and faculty ones were sig-
nificant at the .10 level using t-tests.

Library Hours

The 1998 survey asked whether libraries were open when needed on
evenings, weekends, summer, and interim periods. Graduate students, as
the case with the previous two surveys, had the lowest satisfaction with hours
while faculty had the highest, as shown in Figure 1. Undergraduate student
satisfaction had slipped from 1995 when it was similar to faculty satisfaction.
When asked to choose from a list of priorities, more than 37 percent of
graduate students and 42 percent of undergraduates chose increased li-
brary hours as a priority compared to 17 percent of faculty. Graduate stu-
dents also wrote more comments about hours than any other group.

The LibQUAL+ question was concerned about expectations and per-
ceived level of service related to whether the library had convenient busi-
ness hours (which is a somewhat different question from that used in the
UW Libraries survey). As Table 6 shows, graduate student minimum expec-
tations for convenient business hours exceeded their perception of library
performance. Faculty minimum expectations were lower, and the gap be-
tween expectations and performance, while small, was positive. Undergradu-
ate students had both the highest perceived value (7.13) and most positive
gap (.63). One likely reason for this positive response in LibQUAL+ was the
Undergraduate Library’s move to 24 hour opening in autumn 1998.

Collections
A valuable part of each one of the UW Libraries’ surveys is asking
users to identify their library priorities from a list of ten to twelve choices.
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The list of potential priorities is compiled from comments provided on
the pretests as well as areas the libraries are interested in. The first survey
in 1992 showed that all three groups had the same priorities in their top
three choices (build collections, network bibliographic databases, and
improve the online catalog), while in 1998 the top three priorities for
undergraduates were different than those for graduate students and fac-
ulty. Faculty, in particular, showed an almost exclusive focus on collec-
tions/information resources-related areas as shown in Table 7.

The LibQUAL+ survey reinforced the primacy of collections and in-
formation resources for faculty. This was the only area where faculty had
negative gap scores (resources added to the collection on request, full-
text delivered electronically to desktop, and complete runs of journal
titles). Faculty minimum expectations were generally higher as well. Gradu-
ate student results also showed high expectations for collections-related
questions and negative gaps for full-text delivered electronically and com-
plete journal runs. Undergraduate students had lower expectations and
positive gaps in all collections related areas.

Reviewing mean scores for six collections-related questions on
LibQUAL+ showed higher mean scores for faculty and graduate students
in minimum expectations (see Table 8). However, the differences between
undergrads and faculty were not significant at the .05 or .10 level accord-
ing to t-tests. There were differences at the .05 level between grad stu-
dents and undergraduates in complete runs of journal titles and compre-
hensive print collections, and at the .10 level for timely document deliv-
ery and interlibrary loan.

Library As Place

A consistent theme revealed through each of the UW Libraries’ sur-
veys has been the different perspectives of faculty and students on the
library as a place. Faculty use of the library is primarily collections driven,
while students view the library as a place to do work, including finding
and using information resources. This difference shows up dramatically
in responses to a 1998 survey question on reasons for visiting the library
(Figure 1) as well as other questions dealing with priorities and needed
services.

LibQUAL:+ clearly showed similar differences between faculty and stu-
dents on the library as a place (see Table 9). On seven questions related to
the library as place, the differences in minimum expectations were signifi-
cant at the 0.01 level except for “safe and secure space.” With the excep-
tion of “secure and safe space,” faculty minimum expectations were gen-
erally below 5 and gaps between minimum and perceived were larger than
1.0. While graduate student expectations were higher than those of fac-
ulty, they were still lower than those of undergraduates. Both student groups
were concerned about quiet study areas.
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Table 7.1998 Survey lerary Prlormes by Group

. “‘Graduate - L
Faculty ‘Students * - Undergraduates

Maintain quality of

print collections 69.6% 52.3% 28.2%
Deliver full-text to

your computer 60.4% 55.8% 34.4%
Deliver bib databases

through the Web 521% 40.0% 17.7%
Provide reserves electronically 188% 36.6% 50.8%
Add more computers

in the library 86% 20.1% 54.5%
Provide training in use

of Web/library resources 283% 27.4% 475%
Increase library hours 17.0% 37.5% 41.9%
Preserve library materials 40.0% 34.9% 24.7%
Add group study/seminar rooms 35.5%

Provide consultation on
how to do library research 13.3% 39.8%

(All priorities listed that received at least 30% from any one group)
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Use only collections Use only Use both

& Faculty O Undergrads workspace/services

Figure 1. Survey. Reasons for Visiting the Library (Percentage of Faculty and
Undergraduate Students who Visit at Least Weekly by Type of Use).

Remote Use

The 1995 UW Libraries’ survey revealed for the first time that, among
faculty who said they used the library at least weekly, more were doing so
remotely than physically visiting the library. This trend continued in 1998,
and Table 10 shows degrees of remote use among all groups both in the
1998 survey and LibQUAL+. Responses to other survey questions in 1998
revealed that more than 97 percent of faculty had access to the Web
through a desktop computer. While remote use is not itself a measure of
service quality, this information is critical for planning and delivering elec-
tronic services and resources.

In general, LibQUAL+ results tended to correlate with results from
the libraries’ surveys which had a much larger number of respondents for
each group, especially faculty. Differences between groups, especially
Table 10. Type and Frequency of Library Use Among Faculty and Students Who
Use Library at Least Weekly.

Type of - e T .+ .o Visit Remotely.
LibraryUse - - - Visitin Person .. Using Computer
LibQUAL+ Faculty 54.5% 81.1%
1998 Faculty 47.3% 73.4%
LibQUAL+ 1998 Grad 77.0% 80.2%
1998 Grad 77.9% 66.1%
LibQUAL + Undergrad 66.7% 48.8%

1998 Undergrad 70.3% 45.5%
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faculty and undergraduates, that were evident in earlier UW Libraries’
surveys, were also found in the LibQUAL+ results.

Subgroup Analysis

One of the benefits of a large respondent pool is the ability to do
analysis on differences within the group. While there may be a set of simi-
lar characteristics that define a group, there may also be significant varia-
tion within that group. Academic user communities are not homogeneous
in the way they use libraries nor in their needs for library resources and
services. In addition to differences between faculty and students, there
may also be significant differences between those in different academic
areas or by gender or some other demographic component. These have
important implications for identifying user needs, concerns, and issues
that may be missed in analyzing aggregate results.

The number of respondents to the UW Libraries’ 1998 survey, espe-
cially for faculty, was sufficiently large to examine the degree of variation
within the group and between subject areas. The sample size and response
rates of the LibQUAL+ survey generally precluded analysis by academic
area and made it difficult to find differences among demographic charac-
teristics. Increasing the LibQUAL+ sample size and the response rate would
provide larger data sets that could be used to examine variation within
and between groups. Factors related to the low response rate for LIbQUAL+
include survey length, complexity (e.g., the three-column response), per-
ceived redundancy, technical problems, behavioral issues associated with
Web-based surveys, and how related survey content is to actual library use
and issues of the respondent. While the LibQUAL+ sample appears repre-
sentative of each group as a whole, it is not large enough to perform sub-
group analysis.

How important is it to have a respondent pool large enough to do
analysis at the subgroup level? UW Libraries’ surveys have consistently
shown significant differences in how faculty from different academic ar-
eas use libraries and in their needs for library resources and services. They
also show surprising uniformity in areas such as connectivity and remote
use where differences might be expected based on traditional use pat-
terns. Although graduate student response numbers are lower, they were
similar to faculty in the same academic areas.

Satisfaction responses, while showing some variation, generally do not
differ significantly by academic area. Priorities, on the other hand, clearly
do as shown in Figure 2. The 1998 results showed significant variation
among academic areas in the top four overall priorities, especially for de-
livery of full text to the desktop and preservation.

Variation within undergraduate responses to the UW Libraries’ 1998
survey were more difficult to determine. There were some gender differ-
ences, especially in areas related to computer access and library instruc-
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Figure 2. 1998 Survey. Faculty Top Priorities by Academic Area.

tion as well as differences by class year. Figure 4 shows the importance of
UW Libraries and the World Wide Web to the work of undergraduates by
year in school. The differences between first year and upper division stu-
dents were significant at the .05 level using a simple t-test. However,
LibQUAL+ survey results did not show any statistical differences in re-
sponses either by gender or class year.
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Figure 3. 1998 Survey. Importance of World Wide Web and UW Libraries by
Undergraduate Class (Scale of 1 not important to very important).

The importance of different resource types such as journals, books,
bibliographic databases, and foreign language materials also showed sig-
nificant variation between academic areas. When asked to rank these re-
source types on a scale of 1 (not important) to 5 (very important), faculty
in all academic areas ranked journals as very important (ranging from
4.37 in Fine Arts to 4.97 in Dentistry).
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A large number of responses also enables analysis within smaller sub-
groups. For example, the 1998 faculty survey had 241 responses from those
in science departments. Table 11 shows mean scores by department on
responses to questions dealing with type and frequency of library use and
importance of resource types. Only departments with at least twenty re-
sponses were included.

Table 11. 1998 Survey (Faculty) Importance of Resource Types.

Department . Joumals szhographlc
(responses : >1 < 1980 Databases 5
Chemistry (36)* 4.28 4.83 3.92 4.39
Geology-

Geophysics* (22) 4.54 4.91 4.27 4.18
Math-Stat (37)** 4.89 4.89 4.57 3.51
Physics (39)* 4.21 4.56 4.08 3.69
Psychology (24) 4.13 5.00 3.75 4.42
Zoology (27) 4.11 5.00 4.30 4.63

All Science (241) 4.26 4.76 4.09 4.05

(Mean scores, scale of 1 not important to 5 very important)

While current journals are important to all groups, the importance of
books, earlier journals, and bibliographic databases showed variation within
each group. Understanding the importance of these resource types to
different subject areas is useful in allocating the collection-development
budget as well as making decisions on what materials to house on-site or
in storage.

There were also significant differences in the frequency of physical
visits to the library by science faculty. Perhaps it is not surprising that dis-
tance from the library appeared to play an important role. Not only did
the departments located closest to their primary library visit those librar-
ies more often, the frequency of their physical visits exceeded the fre-
quency of library use from an office computer.

A comparison between large-scale user surveys done by the UW Li-
braries and the LibQUAL+ survey administered to UW faculty and stu-
dents shows good agreement in population representation and in broad
result categories at the group level. However, the ability to do subgroup
and intragroup analysis can provide valuable results and efforts to increase
the number of responses if the Web-based LibQUAL+ survey should con-
tinue.
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ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS

Whether the survey results are statistically reliable, representative,
valid, or significant, doesn’t necessarily mean that they provide informa-
tion that can be used to assess and improve library service quality. It is also
important to examine whether these surveys are asking the right ques-
tions in the right way to the right group. Survey design is a complex and
evolving process that requires substantial interaction between the survey-
ing group and the surveyed population. At many large academic research
institutions, user communities are diverse and differ in their needs for
library resources and services. It is essential to recognize that these differ-
ences exist when designing and administering surveys. Undergraduate
students, based on their understanding or experience, may respond quite
differently from faculty to some questions, making it difficult to do cross
group comparisons. It is also important to remember that surveys are just
one method of acquiring user input. While surveys offer the prospect of
obtaining quantifiable data from large populations at reasonable costs,
they need to be employed in the right situation. Surveys should be de-
signed from the user perspective. Questions should be short, simple, and
clear to the user. Complex issues may be better addressed using other
techniques. There should be sufficient motivation for faculty and students
to take the time to complete a survey.

The evolution of SERVQUAL to LibQUAL+ is a positive step. The
ability to move away from the twenty-two question SERVQUAL core pack-
age to a design that provides a library focus, and perhaps a simpler format,
is welcome. Grounding the survey based on user-provided information on
library needs and use is critical to maintain currency and relevancy (Cook
& Heath, 2000). Such qualitative data obtained at regular intervals en-
ables the library to keep on top of user issues and concerns. The library
and information environment is changing rapidly. The continued growth
in remote use of library services and resources and in user self-sufficiency
calls for new ways to measure user needs and library performance that
can be done quickly, inexpensively, and flexibly enough to catch environ-
mental changes. The ARL New Measures Initiative plans to provide librar-
ies with tested tools that can help provide information that will assist in
meeting these challenges.

The underlying concept of developing a standard instrument to mea-
sure service quality across libraries is a powerful one and certainly one
deserving institutional support. However, it cannot supplant local efforts
to work closely with faculty and students to assess user needs and library
collections and services. There are local issues at each institution that prob-
ably cannot be effectively addressed in a standardized survey tool.

The University of Washington Libraries expects to continue both its
participation in LibQUAL+ as well as utilizing a variety of ways to assess
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user needs and library performance, including the deployment of locally
based large-scale user surveys.
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